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four whales blow at the margin of the sea-ice where open
water began far away behind and below us. They were
five miles away at least from where we stood, so far away that
I could not see the black fins rise up behind the spouts.
Yet long after the tiny plumes had faded I heard four sharp,
distinct puffs come to me upon the stillness, so tranquil was
the air and so emptied of all sound under the high painted
vault of the sky. I remembered then that Herbert Ponting,
Scott's photographer, had said that he could hear whales
blowing five miles away in the still air of this very place.
And I had always found this difficult to believe, like many of
the stories Antarctic explorers tell, but as I stood there,
having my braces repaired on the great Ross Barrier in
seventy-eight degrees south, I gave posthumous acknow-
ledgment to Ponting that this explorer's tale at least was true
and, indeed, I could better it for I heard distantly the sighing
of the sea under the barrier cliff six or seven miles away.
These running repairs put me far behind the others and
the rest of the party pulling the sledge topped the crest of the
long white slope ahead long before I gained it. There they
seemed to remain for an immense time motionless, black dots
against white. It was not until I had plodded on, dot-and-
carry-one with one snow-shoe on and one under my arm, for
what seemed to be hours, though actually it was only
twenty minutes, that the black dots revealed themselves to
be not human figures at all but the tiny masts and poles of
Little America far off across a shallow dip in the barrier
surface the presence of which I had not suspected a mile
back. And there was the rest of the party pulling their
sledge some way ahead certainly, but within shouting^lis-
tance, descending the slope into this shallow trough. For the
barrier plays strange tricks upon the sight as it docs upon the
ears. The outlines of its undulations, its shallow valleys and
low hills without shadow, uucontrasted with the sky,
appear only as a flat even whiteness without contours so that
the geography of the world around you altcns as you plod ocu